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Principles of Fair Employment Opportunity: 
A Political Liberalist Proposal
KONNO, Minako
 This paper attempts to formulate a conception of fair employment opportunity 
that expresses the political liberal ideal of “democratic equality”. After critically examining 
the principle of “fair equality of opportunity” that John Rawls presented originally in his 
earlier work, it offers a conception that is more appropriate for the normative-theoretical 
project of political liberalism that Rawls expressly developed later. Political liberalism is a 
normative view of liberal democratic societies in which individuals with diverse and incom-
patible worldviews share a political concept of justice, making their society a community of 
free and equal citizens.
 What do we truly care about in trying to achieve fairness of employment oppor-
tunity? We can understand this better by distinguishing two aspects: how opportunity is 
distributed and how individuals are treated in the employment decision process. This paper 
proposes a distinct principle for each – a “principle of adequate opportunity” and a “principle 
of non-discrimination” – rather than trying to cover both with some overarching principle 
of fair opportunity. It is argued that this complex approach has an advantage over the tra-
ditional unified or reductionist approach, especially in securing the social space of freedom 
and encouraging citizens’ participation in social cooperation. 
             The complex approach needs case-by-case exploration as to what level of opportu-
nity is adequate and what kind of treatment must be considered as discrimination for the 
citizens of a liberal democracy to regard themselves and others as free and equal, and their 
society as a fair system of social cooperation. As an example, this paper looks at the idea 
of “statistical discrimination” in some detail and argues that cases of statistical judgment 
should be examined using the principle of adequate opportunity, rather than as a form of 
discrimination in itself that should be eradicated under the principle of anti-discrimina-
tion.
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